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The Dream of the Rood is best understood as an imaginative reenactment of a private penitential experience, as practiced by Anglo-Saxon Christians in the last centuries of the first millennium.  It should not be considered “penitential literature,” but its arresting poetry presents the Anglo-Saxon doctrine of penance in a uniquely stirring light.  Included in the tenth-century Vercelli Book in Italy, at least some of its text is older, for fourteen of the Dream’s lines have been cut in runes onto the east and west faces of the over seventeen-foot-tall, sandstone Ruthwell Cross, standing today in a small church in a town south of Dumfries, in southwest Scotland.1  This critically acclaimed, dramatic Old English poem is the first dream-vision in English, and its most enduring features are a startling use of language, powerful prosopopoeia, and striking imagery.

The poem breaks naturally into three parts that show the narrator’s psyche progressing through penance.  In Part I (the first 27 lines), the narrator describes the unusually bright tree he sees in his dream and its mysterious, remorseful affect on him.  In Part II (through line 121), the tree-revealed-to-be-the-cross speaks, giving its clarifying account of the Crucifixion.  And in Part III (lines 122-56), the narrator describes what bliss he has gained from the tree’s testimony.  These three divisions dramatize the marked change in the narrator, who experiences wonder, confusion, and grief, then clarity and confession, and finally joy.

The bold opening note sets the tone for the 156-line dream vision.  Significantly, the Anglo-Saxon interjection, “Hwæt,” begins both The Dream of the Rood and Beowulf, both poems showcasing the exploits of a Germanic war hero, with Christ in the much shorter poem arrestingly envisioned as a young warrior eager to ascend the cross and conquer death with his Death.  “Hwæt” is often translated “Lo,” “Hark,” “Behold,” “Listen,” or “Attend,” but these seem too stilted for the straightforward and even friendly tone of The Dream of the Rood.2  Seamus Heaney in his translation of Beowulf chooses the more direct “So” to represent “Hwæt,” and so do I.3  This “Hwæt” creates an immediacy that is intimate; the audience is meant to feel included in a friendly fashion so that we can experience the penitential process as the narrator does.

When in line 1 the poet announces he will recount the “swefna cyst,” or ’best of dreams,’ the first-time reader thinks nothing of the phrase except that it signifies excellence in dreaming, perhaps; however, on second and third passes through the poem, the reader becomes aware that this diction deserves close scrutiny.  With this "swefna cyst," 'best of dreams,’ the poet is establishing that both his narrator’s dream and the tree in that dream are the “best"; that is to say, they are ultimate truth.  Also, cyst literally means 'choicest’ and is related to the Anglo-Saxon verb, ceosan, ’to choose’; therefore, “swefna cyst” can also be translated, 'choicest of dreams.’  On a second reading, it becomes obvious that this subtle diction is a reminder of the doctrine of free will: Every person can choose whether or not to love God, a very medieval theme.  The tree likewise is described in line 4 as the “syllicre trēow,” an absolute use of the comparative “syllicre,” meaning “a tree more marvelous [than any other tree].”  Syllic is a variation of the adjective seldlic, from which our seldom comes.  Thus, “syllicre trēow” can also be translated “rarest tree.”  Immediately, the poet has established the exceptional nature of his subject.  However, at this early stage of the poem, neither narrator nor audience is fully aware of the profound reasons for the “rarest” nature of this “tree”; it is merely a “rarest,” shiniest tree, but it is still literally a tree, however rare.  Only gradually does the meaning of this tree unfold because the poet of Dream uses language in a marvelously riddlic fashion that imitates the very nature of penance, which begins in confusion and ends in clarity.  

The poet also uses paronomasia in this description to suggest a fundamental Christian belief, for syll in “syllicre trēow” can also be a feminine noun meaning “a beam that serves as a foundation or support, a sill…[; figuratively,] a support, foundation,” creating a splendidly effective pun emphasizing (one realizes on a second reading) that the agape love shown on this tree is indeed the very foundation of Christianity, a truth narrator and audience will more fully comprehend by the poem’s conclusion.  

One signature of the style of The Dream of the Rood poet is the use of such word-play to highlight his Christian theme.  On successive readings, it becomes obvious that the poet's deft paronomasia suggests that in the bright light of this peculiar “tree” a person’s sins are illuminated in order to be forgiven.  In line 6, the still-befuddled narrator calls his vision “beama beorhtost,” 'brightest of beams/trees.'  The poet chooses beam for “tree” here because he knows his Christian audience--familiar with his poem--recognizes Christ’s recommendation to remove the “beam” from one’s own eye before making a hasty judgment about someone else’s soul; this removal is of course accomplished through penance.4  The poet’s paronomastic use of beam and sigebēam, twice each in Parts I and III (at lines 6 and 13; and at 122 and 127), also creates two keen images in the reader’s mind:  beam can connote “a ray of light, a sun-beam” and also that horizontal beam (of the cross) which provides the structural integrity for the “house” of the universe.5  

In line 6b, the narrator experiences his first major shift of perception.  He describes what he sees as a symbol, no longer merely tree, but the shiniest bēacen 'beacon' in creation—“þæt bēacen wæs / begoten mid golde,” 'that sign was covered with gold' (7).  He cannot take his eyes from that “leohte bewunden,” 'light surrounded' (5) sign.

As the narrator’s understanding of his dream-vision deepens, the poet’s startling diction re-creates this literal enlightenment so his audience can participate in it.  Though at first the narrator finds his dream-tree remarkable for its physically shining surface, the more he gazes on it (one thinks of meditation), the more deeply he probes its true meaning.  In lines 7 and 8, gold is seen as "covering" the "beacon," and its jewels (“gimmas”) are said to stand “fægere æt foldan scēatum,” 'at the corners of the surface of the earth.'  Here the peculiarly bright tree begins to transform—it is a "beacon" so large that it reaches every part of the world.  It is no longer one isolated tree in a wooden forest.  The use of foldan, 'folds' or 'earth,' creates a wonderful resonance (on successive readings) in the minds of those familiar with “Cædmon’s Hymn,” which uses foldan in praising the might of God the Creator.  Cædmon praises the creator as “the eternal Lord” who first made the heavens and “afterwards adorned the folds of the earth,” 'æfter teode / firum foldan' (8-9).  The vibrant use of foldan [earth] in Dream of the Rood evokes the mystery that the crucified God is creator of both the world and of redemption.

But on a first read through Dream of the Rood, neither narrator nor audience knows this theological information at this point.  Nor do they know that in these few lines, the poet's paronomasia is emphasizing several important theological issues of the Anglo-Saxon church.  He chooses “leohte bewunden” in line 5 to describe the bright light surrounding this “beacon” because, although bewunden literally means 'wound around,' its second syllable -wund- (w-u-n-d) also reminds the audience of the noun wund, meaning 'wound.'  This paronomasia connotes that the bright light surrounding this tree is God’s goodness, as seen in the “wounds” Christ willingly bore for humanity.  The bewunden of line 5 also resonates meaningfully nine lines later with the forwunded used to describe the narrator’s “badly wounded” spiritual condition, in the phrase, “forwunded mid wommum,” 'badly wounded with sins' (14).  The audience makes the connection between the tree’s, that is, God’s “leohte bewunden,” 'encompassing light' (and wounds) and man’s being “forwundod mid wommum,” 'wounded with sins' (and yet able for healing by God’s encompassing—“forwunded"—light).  The prefix for- in forwunded is especially effective because it literally means 'completely,' that is, 'wounded to the point of death.'  Wommum (often translated simply as 'sins') supports this notion because it derives from the noun wamm, meaning (in the physical sense) 'a spot or blot' and also, 'disgrace, damage, hurt, moral stain, impurity'; its connotations are much stronger than the “synnum,” meaning 'with sins' (13) of the line before it, for wamm suggests a real injury and the moral (and mortal) disability of original sin. 

As noted earlier, the poet uses the superlative syllicre 'rarest' to describe his dream-tree (in line 4), but in line 13 his epiphany becomes more apparent when he combines this no longer superlative, but merely positive adjective syllic with the most specific noun sigebēam, in “Syllic wæs se sigebēam.”  His vision is no longer the "rarest of all trees"; it now invites no comparison; it is the syllic, 'rare,' that is to say, 'unique' 'victory-beam [or]tree.'  His perspective has shifted from surface brilliance to essence.  The best of many literal trees dazzles his eyes in line 4, but at line 13, that unique “tree of victory" is revealed to his heart; he sees instead the incomparable cross on which the divine-human Christ willingly died before being resurrected.6  

This realization causes the narrator’s lament in the second half of line 13:  “ond ic synnum fah,” 'and I [was] stained with sins.'  The student of Anglo-Saxon remembers another significant occurrence of fah in that most exciting Beowulf scene when the fiend Grendel, “bearing God’s anger” (711) enters the gleaming golden hall of King Hrothgar’s Heorot and rushes across the beautiful floor towards his prey:  “Raþe æfter þon / on fāgne flōr” (724b-725a).  Heaney translates this fāgne as 'patterned,' but fāg (also spelled fāh) is much more complicated than 'patterned' can suggest; it can mean 'colored, stained, dyed, tinged, shining, variegated' and also 'guilty, criminal, outlawed, hostile.'  In Beowulf, fāgne implies that the guilty monster races across the shining, patterned floor.  In The Dream of the Rood, the phrase, “ond ic synnum fah,” 'and I [was] stained with sins' (13) is a fine example of paronomasia used to suggest the irony felt by the narrator:  In the light of this bright and perfectly shining cross, he also shines, only with sins that show him to be monstrously guilty and outlawed in God’s sight.  Two lines later, the hope of salvation is intimated in the intricate assonance of this synnum 'with sins' in line 13 and the cross’ joy, or wynnum, in “wynnum scinan,” 'shining joyfully' (15).

What most disturbs the narrator at this point is his changing visions of the tree.  One moment the tree is golden; the next it is bloody because his unbroken gazing makes him feel more and more compunction for his sins:  He confesses:

Hwæþre ic þurh þæt gold ongytan meahte / earmra ærgewin, þæt hit ærest ongan / swætan on þa swiþran healfe.  Eall ic wæs mid sorgum gedrefed, / forht ic wæs for þære fægran gesyhþe.  Geseah ic þæt fuse beacen / wendan wædum ond bleom; hwilum hit wæs mid wætan bestemed, / beswyled mid swates gange, hwilum mid since gegyrwed. 

But, through that gold I could perceive / the former struggle of the wretched ones, so that it first began / to bleed on its right side.  I was entirely overcome with sorrows; / I was afraid of that beautiful sight.  I saw that the shining beacon / changed its garment and color; sometimes it was wet with liquid, / drenched with flowing blood; sometimes it was adorned with treasure.  (18-23)

The selection of the verb, meahte, in line 18 for “could” also creates a meaningful pun on the noun, “might,” or meaht in Old English, spelled m-e-a-h-t.  The early poet Cædmon sings of “Meotodes meahte,” 'the might of the Maker' (2), and many Anglo-Saxon sermons specifically praise God’s meaht.9  The suggestion here is that this divine “might” has enabled the spiritually sorrowful narrator to “perceive” (18) the sufferings of God-as-Christ, and their meaning.  What he understands is the “earmra ærgewin.”  I have translated this phrase rather openly as 'the former struggle of the wretched ones' (19) because the poet's diction here is vague; the reader may not unreasonably intimate that a broad understanding of this phrase is intended.  An analysis of the word, ærgewin, shows that it is a portmanteau from ær-, meaning 'former, earlier' and –gewin, denoting 'battle, struggle.'  This 'earlier struggle' could be the wound inflicted on Jesus’ right side, or it could refer figuratively to all criminals who have died by crucifixion, meeting—it would be implied—a deserved death, that which would await all people were it not for this particular cross.  “[E]armra ærgewin” could even refer in a general way to the 'former' or Ur-'struggle' of original sin.  The vague “earmra,” then, literally 'those who do harm includes all of humanity, not only Roman soldiers and early crucified criminals, but the narrator, and also his reader.

The ærest 'first' (ash-r-e-s-t) of line 19 contains the promise of salvation that the poet is always careful to include.  It describes the point in time that the blood 'first' began to flow from the right side of Jesus on the cross, but it also creates a bright pun with the Old English word for 'resurrection,' ærist (ash-r-i-s-t) (the only difference being the i in the second syllable).  That ærest 'first' (with its hint of ærist or 'resurrection') follows the Anglo-Saxon for Ur-'struggle,' ærgewin sets up a cogent contrast between the human struggle with sin and God’s resurrection, a contrast the splendid ash assonance highlights.

In line 25 of Part I, the narrator describes how he was then completely overcome by what he now realizes is a dream-vision of the one true cross.  He “behēold hrēowcearig   Hælendes trēow” 'saw, sorrowful, the Savior’s tree'.  The verb, hrēowan means 'to grieve'; hrēowcearig literally means 'full of grief care,' or 'grief-anxious.'  It denotes the 'lamenting' of behreowsung, a word often used by the Anglo-Saxon church to mean 'penitence.'  The great sermonizer Ælfric often uses behreowsung 'penitence' to describe that required sorrow for sins preceding cleansing or healing—true penance depends on a 'contrite heart,' an “inneweardre heortan,” as Ælfric puts it in one sermon.10  The emphasis on the inwardness of repentance, inherited by the Anglo-Saxon church from the private, Celtic penitential practice, is one theme of Dream of the Rood.  

However, even as the narrator is experiencing the necessary inward distress of 'godly sorrow,' the poet’s diction once again indicates the great hopefulness of the cross, described in line 25 as the “Hælendes trēow” 'Savior’s tree'.  The poet chooses Hælend for 'Savior' here because he knows that it is related to the following words:  gehælan 'to heal, cure', gehāl 'whole', hālig 'holy', and hælo 'health, cure, salvation'.  Hælend, then, connotes much good for all in the way of deliverance, health, and wholeness.  The Anglo-Saxon greeting, “Wes þu hāl!” 'May you be whole/well/healthy!' also reflects these meanings, as does our word, hale.

“[H]rēowcearig” 'sorrowful, troubled' (25) because of what he has seen in his midnight dream-vision (lines 4 through 23), the narrator has nowhere to turn, it seems, when—at this crucial juncture in the poem—the cross speaks.  The poet maintains a confident tone by using characteristic paronomasia to introduce the prosopopoeia.  The cross “hlēoþrode” 'spoke' (h-l-ē-o-þ-r-o-d-e) (26) to the narrator.  The poet could have chosen gesægde here, to indicate the cross 'said' something, but he chose hlēoþrode 'spoke' because it suggests a more direct, personal address and also because he knew rōd 'rood' would bring relief in the form of a pun to a moment of crisis in the poem.  The noun rōd 'rood', found playfully in the verb hlēoþrode, suggests the literal wholeness of the cross speaking, paronomasia that echoes ideas found in the first verses of the gospel of John, where the “Word” (Christ) is said to have existed “in the beginning with God” and “was God” and “[a]ll things were made by him.”  [H]lēoþrode suggests that Christ on the cross is God’s ultimate conversation with the world and everyone in it.  This paronomasia also again emphasizes the patristic theme that God is the author of both creation and salvation.

The testimony of the cross in Part II is an eye-witness account of the crucifixion; it also serves the same purpose as confession does in penance.  The cross is confessing his unwilling participation in that worst crime of retainer against warrior lord—he has been disloyal, and his disloyalty has lead to the death of his ring-giver, so to speak.  The speech of the penitent cross is in fact a dramatization of the narrator’s remorse for his sinful part in the necessity for this same crucifixion, and it clarifies for the narrator both his guilt and the ready redemption.  This bold use of prosopopoeia allows both narrator and reader to participate fully in this confession and to find absolution at the foot of that same guilty but triumphant cross; therefore, the tone of Part III shifts to one of joy.  The narrator’s 'mood' at line 122 becomes literally “blithe” (blīþe mōde, in the Anglo-Saxon).  He rejoices, “Gebæd ic mē þā tō þan bēame   blīþe mōde, / elne mycle,” 'Then I prayed to that cross with a joyful heart, / with great zeal' (122-23).  This happy change from his earlier hrēowcearig 'sorrowful' state (in line 25) is possible because he has a new knowledge about whom to turn to for deliverance from his sins.  His penitential experience leaves him certain that Jesus “ūs onlysde   ond ūs līf forgeaf, / heofonlicne hām,” 'has redeemed us and given us life and a heavenly home' (147-48).  

Thus we see a few reasons for the critical acclaim this ancient poem has attracted over the centuries.  Its unique use of language, prosopopoeia, and imagery are still arresting, still worthy of memorization, and, as my students at Shorter know, of joyful recitation.  Thank you.

NOTES

1.  http://www.flsouthern.edu/eng/abruce/rood/CROSS.HTM#intro.  See also Frederick G. Cassidy and Richard N. Ringler, eds., Bright’s Old English Grammar & Reader, 3rd edition (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, Inc., 1971), pp. 309-10.  An image of the Ruthwell Cross is the cover feature for www.carmenbutcher.com.  Ruthwell is pronounced “RI-vul.”  

2.  See Kevin Crossley-Holland, The Anglo-Saxon World: An Anthology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982), p. 200, where the poems begins, “Listen!”  The actual presentation began with the author’s recitation of the first six lines of Dream of the Rood, with special emphasis on that attention-getting “Hwæt!”

3.  Heaney’s reason for his choice are that so “operates as an expression which obliterates all previous discourse and narrative, and at the same time functions as an exclamation calling for immediate attention."  See Seamus Heaney, trans. Beowulf: A New Verse Translation (New York: Farrar, Straus and Girous, 2000), p. xxvii.
4.  See Luke 6:36-42.

5.  In a passage from the Ælfrician sermon, “Dominica Quinta Post Pascha,” the Benedictine monk uses beam in this manner, and he, too, is referring to the divine light of God the Creator and God the Son and God the Holy Ghost:

Gif þu þises wundrast, hu he wunian mage / mid mannum on eorþan, and eac swilce on heofenum, / sceawa be þære sunnan, þe is Godes gesceaft, / hu heo mage asendan hyre scinendan leoman / fram hire upplican ryne ofer ealne middaneard.  Se sunbeam bescinþ þe swutellice eallne; / and ne mæg se Eallwealdend, gif þu hine lufast, / his leoman þe asendan, and eac þe lufian?  [If you wonder at this, how he [God] can dwell both with people on earth and also in heaven, then look at the sun, which is God’s creation, and see how it is able to send its shining rays from its heavenly orbit and over all the earth.  A sunbeam shines clearly upon all of you, and if you love the Omnipotent God, can he not send you his light and in this way love you?]

See John C. Pope, ed., The Homilies of Ælfric: A Supplementary Collection, being twenty-one full homilies of his middle and later career for the most part not previously edited, with some shorter pieces, mainly passages added to the second and third series, EETS 259, 260 (London: Oxford University Press, 1967, 1968), VIII.238-35.  The translations throughout this paper are the author’s.
6.  The phrase, “syllicre trēow” seems rather more like the hyperbole originating in ignorance.  The narrator is saying, “I see the most amazing of all trees!”  “Syllic wæs se sigebēam” [Wondrous rare was that tree of victory], however, is a quieter, more informed, more assured statement.  It is unique.  It invites no comparison.

7.  Two examples of this are as follows:  Cædmon’s hymn of creation praises the “Wuldor-fæder” [Father of Glory] (3), and Ælfric describes Jesus as “wuldres Drihtne” [Lord of Glory].  See Pope, The Homilies of Ælfric, IX.154.  
8.  One fine example of an Ælfrician passage praising God the creator is the following:

God us . . . geuðe for his godnesse þære sunnan leoht to leohtfate on dæge  > monan > steorran us mannum on niht  > menigfealde bricas to urum bigleofan: fixas > fugelas þe on flodum wuniað,  > þa wildan deor þe on wudum eadiað, þa þe clæne syndon, mid his micclan cyste he forgeaf us gemænlice eallum, ricum > heanum, þe heora hentan magon.  [Because of his goodness, God has granted us the light of the sun as a lamp by day, and the moon and the stars for us all at night, and various good things as our food.  He gives us birds, and fishes that dwell in the waters, and those wild animals that live in the woods and are wholesome to eat.  Because of his great generosity, he has given us all things in common, to the rich and to the poor, to whoever can capture the animals.]  This excerpt comes from Pope, The Homilies of Ælfric, I.206-14.
9.  For three examples of this abundant praise of God’s “might” as found in Old English homiletics, see Pope, The Homilies of Ælfric, I.109, II.289, and IV.7.  Note that meaht [might, power] is also spelled maht, mæht, meht, mieht, and miht.  

10.  See Lynne Grundy, Books and Grace: Ælfric’s Theology, King’s College Medieval Studies VI (London: King’s College London, 1991), p. 199 for an in-depth theological discussion of these two penitential terms, on which my analysis of behreowsung is partially based.  See Pope, The Homilies of Ælfric, X. 61, XI.426-34, XV.214-17, XVI.269-73; see also Grundy, Books, p. 202.  
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